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The 450th Anniversary of the Reformation-1

By
DANIEL
WALTHER
Principal, Solusi College, Africa

It1711--

the Man of the Hour

O

NCE again the Protestant world looks backward
to the epic times of the sixteenth-century Reformation. This year an anniversary of sorts is being
celebrated. In October, 1517, two important events occurred in the little town of Wittenberg, Germany. Both
affected profoundly the Western church and the world
in general.
One was the posting of 95 theses, whereby Luther called
for a debate on the traffic of indulgences, which concerned,
in reality, the question of forgiveness and salvation. The
other more important event was the coming on the world
stage of a prestigious personality.
Martin Luther was one of the makers of the modern
world. in the words of Carlyle: "I will call this Luther
a true great man: great in intellect, courage and integrity."
It can be conjectured that if Luther had made his thrust
a few decades earlier he might have faced a fate similar
to that of Huss and Savonarola. But Luther came at the
right time; he had the precisely needed message. The
prince was well disposed toward him.
Above all, Luther was endowed with a prodigious character. He was emotional, paradoxical, often inconsistent,
often rude in utterance, not always saintly in behavior.
He did not always reason well in debate. In the words
of the poet Heine: "He had something miraculous, such
as we find in all providential men—something invincible,
spirit-possessed." It was a remarkable man who stood before the rulers of the empire and witnessed for truth in
a way that will not be forgotten. The Diet of Worms
provided Luther his finest hour: "God, in verity, spoke
through him."
Martin Luther was a leader by the sheer force of a
mighty personality. As a towering religious leader he made
the first significant and successful breakthrough in the
church.
Catholic historians also characterize Luther as a genius
and claim that his ideas are not too far removed from
theirs. Even in Luther's own time the pope recognized
that he was not the "drunken German monk" he thought
at first. He remarked about him, "Friar Martin is a brilliant chap."
The force of Luther's personality has been noted by
Ellen G. White, who widely discusses the Reformer in
her writings. In the three-volume Comprehensive Index
to the Writings of Ellen G. White some 400 entries refer
to Luther. It is significant that on the Anabaptists, the
"left wing" of the Reformation, there is not a single entry
in this Index, even though Seventh-day Adventists are
theologically nearer to the chiliastic Anabaptists than to
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Luther. At the same time, many basic Lutheran concepts
are ours also. Obviously a man is not considered a witness in a given age on the basis of a theological identity.
Luther accomplished powerfully his task for his generation
in his environment. Ellen G. White says that God raised
him up and spoke through him.
Purpose of the 95 Theses
Why did Luther nail the 95 theses on the Castle church
door at Wittenberg, October 31, 1517?
In no way did he intend to break with the church. As
a professor of theology and an Augustinian monk he took
his vocation seriously; too seriously, according to his
superiors.
The posting of the theses was not in itself an arrogant
gesture, nor was such a procedure unusual. Convictions
about the nature of a doctrine could be expressed in
theses, preferably in Latin, so as to confine the debate
to clerics. Luther himself, one month before the posting
of the famous theses, used that method to suggest a reform
in the theological curriculum. Resenting the influence of
Aristotle, he exposed that "cursed heathen" because his
ethics did not harmonize with those of Paul. In September, 1517, in 97 theses, he questioned the value of Aristotle's works in a theological program.
One month later, in the 95 theses, when the controversial traffic of indulgences had gained momentum and
approached Wittenberg, Luther expressed his conviction
not only on the traffic itself but on the divine forgiveness
and penance. His being aware that a portion of the collected funds was earmarked for his own university did
not deter him from striking. In fact, there is an element
of haste and irritation in the theses. The notorious seller
of indulgences, Tetzel, was to offer his unholy wares the
next day, All Saints' Day, November 1. For that occasion
the prince elector intended to exhibit a large collection
of relics. (Among the choice exhibits were the following
alleged items: four hairs from the virgin Mary, one tooth
from St. Jerome, and one piece from Christ's swaddling
clothes. Some 5,005 items conveying indulgences were said
to reduce pains in purgatory by 1,443 years.)
What was particularly odious was not so much the
indulgence theory but the deceiving claims about it. The
layman was made to believe that an indulgence would
ensure salvation, as expressed in the famous jingle: "As
soon as money tinkles in the collection box the soul
flies to heaven." What irritated Luther was that the cynical
scandal distorted the core of Christianity—the nature of
salvation.
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neighbors about them. . . . I have certain doubts about
them myself and should have spoken far differently and
more distinctly had I known what was going to happen."
Luther did not realize that the hastily drawn up theses
were an historic event, causing a chain reaction that
could not be stopped.
In May, 1518, he wrote to Pope Leo X, assuring him
that he did not attempt to diminish the authority of the
pope. Hearing evil reports about himself, he remarked,
"My ears are horrified and my eyes amazed; but my
conscience, sole bulwark of confidence, remains innocent
and at peace." He had privately warned some of the dignitaries of the church, he wrote, but finally when he
could do nothing else "I determined to stop their mad
career if only for a moment . . . so I published some
propositions for debate inviting only the more learned
to discuss them with me."
"Now what can I do? I cannot recall my theses and
yet I see that great hatred is kindled against me by their
popularity. . . . I shall recognize your words as the words
of Christ speaking in you." These are hardly the words
of a rebellious heretic.

In October, 1517, a prestigious personality came on the world stage.

On the day he posted the theses Luther wrote to his
superior, Archbishop Albert of Brandenburg: "Papal indulgences for the building of St. Peter's are hawked
about under your illustrious sanction. . . . I regret that
the people have conceived about them the most erroneous
ideas. These unhappy souls believe that if they buy letters of pardon they will be sure of their salvation: likewise that souls fly out of purgatory as soon as money
is cast into the chest."
Like others, Luther was astonished at the enormous
success of his propositions, which had been translated
into the vernacular. They swept far and wide with unbelievable force. Five months later, reappraising the event,
he was not so sure that he had done the right thing. It
was not his purpose, he wrote to a friend about the
theses, "to publish them but first to consult a few of my
REVIEW AND HERALD, October 19, 1967

Luther's Religious Experience
Luther's religious experience goes back twelve years
when he entered the Augustinian cloister at Erfurt. What
he desired above all was the assurance of salvation. He
was immensely distressed and yearned for a merciful God.
The church was unable to satisfy him. His teachers did
not understand him and scolded him for giving such
anxious consideration to sins that were, in their view,
mere peccadilloes.
He could not understand Paul's expression "justice."
In fact, he was not even supposed to read the Bible. One
of his teachers, finding him reading the Scriptures, said:
"Brother Martin, let the Bible alone; read the old teachers. . . . Reading the Bible breeds unrest."
He was singularly conscientious: "I was an earnest
monk, lived strictly and chastely. . . . I kept vigil night
and day, fasted, prayed, chastised my body." But
describing his real condition: "Beneath this cover of
sanctity, this confidence in my own justification, I felt
a continued doubt, fear, and desire to hate and blaspheme God."
Luther remembered his poignant experience in the
cloister all his life. In 1539 he stated: "In the monastery
we had enough to eat and drink but we suffered martyrdom in our hearts. The greatest suffering is that of the
soul. I was frightened by the name of Jesus. . . When
I heard his name mentioned I would rather have heard
the name of the devil for I thought that I had to perform
good works until at last through them Jesus became
merciful unto me."
In 1514 he finally heard God's voice. The term "justice,"
however, remained a distressing hurdle: "I greatly longed
to understand Paul's epistle to the Romans and nothing
stood in the way but that one expression, 'the justice of
God,' because I took it to mean the justice whereby God
is just and is justly punishing the unjust."
The Solution
Finally the solution came. Now he had the key. In a
moving passage he tells how he found the assurance of
salvation: "Night and day I pondered until I saw the connection between the 'justice of God' and the statement
`the just shall live by faith.' Then I grasped that the 'justice of God' is that righteousness by which, through Christ
and sheer mercy, God justifies us through faith. Thereupon
I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through open
doors into paradise. The whole Scripture brought on a
new meaning and whereas before 'the justice of God' had
filled me with hate, now it became to me inexpressibly
3

sweet, . . . to me a gate to heaven."
The ruling German house of Hohenzollern aimed at full control of
the church. Albert of Brandenburg,
not old enough to be a bishop, already held two even more important
offices and aspired to still higher functions. Church functions could be purchased; in this case the price was high.
The pope and the archbishop started
a hard bargain. The pope demanded
12,000 ducats because there were 12

apostles. Albert offered 7,000 because
there were seven deadly sins. They
finally agreed on 10,000 presumably
because there are ten commandments.
The young nobleman looked for a
loan from the banking house of the
Fuggers of Augsburg, which had a
monopoly over papal finances in Germany. The bank was willing to advance the money and also to manage
the indulgence traffic for a "modest"
commission of 50 per cent.

The money raised by indulgences
was allegedly for the building of St.
Peter's church. Luther objected bitterly that Germans should be asked
to pay for Italian churches: "The revenues of all Christendom are being
sucked into this insatiable basilica....
We Germans cannot attend St. Peter's.
. . . Why doesn't the Pope build the
basilica of St. Peter out of his own
money? He is richer than Croesus. He
would do better to see St. Peter's and
give the money to the poor folk who
are being fleeced by the hawkers of
indulgences."

The art of Ihii

Lessons for Today
Every church needs money for its
itt MIRIA NT WOOD
subsistence and growth. It is not
money but the love of money that becomes the vice of the churches. The
temptation of giving pious reasons
A NEW Supposedly there is "no new light of complete truth and honesty
when raising funds is not an excluIDEA
thing under the sun." I've no bathes the scene in your mind, you'll be sively Roman Catholic monopoly.
quarrel with this assertion, but able to spot the "flawed" conduct at its The danger of greed exists in every
frequently I encounter ideas that are first appearance.
organized church.
new to me—and it's an exhilarating exWe're speaking of conduct patterns
We are not suggesting that the
perience. In a book given to me by a here. You'll have a whole assortment of church's love of money was the only
new friend, I found a new suggestion similar experiences to review mentally, cause that made the Reformation
for coping with habits of conduct that once you've stopped stinging and smart- necessary; it was one of the causes.
have proved both destructive and de- ing from your first exercise in "retroChurch historian Schaff declared:
feating.
active honesty." You'll be astonished, I "Who touches money touches dirt;
Here it is. Sit down and think clearly think, to find that the "breakdown point" and the less religion has to do with it,
as to the areas of your major defeats in each one—the moment when you made the better."
in the art of living. (I didn't even need
your first wrong move—is monotonously
Years ago we were warned by the
to sit down; I was already completely the same, over and over.
Spirit of Prophecy: "In the midst of
familiar with certain conduct patterns
Of course it's not going to take a mamprosperity lurks danger. . . . Affliction
that have regularly routed me from life's moth intellect to follow along to the and adversity may cause sorrow; but
battlefield!) Next, select one area on next step. You are consciously going to it is prosperity that is most dangerous
which you're going to concentrate; then, alert your will, so that the next time to spiritual life. Unless the human
letting your mind "float free" relive one a similar situation occurs, you'll have a subject is in constant submission to the
incident in that area as vividly as you built-in "control." Instead of responding will of God . . . prosperity will surely
can. Try to recall everything you said, to the stimulus in the same old erroneous arouse the natural inclination to preeverything you did.
fashion, you're going to make a new sumption."—Prophets and Kings, pp.
Your purpose in undertaking this painand different and correct response, one 59, 60.
ful task is to isolate in your memory the that will guarantee that you'll be acting
In reflecting what happened 450
point at which you made your first mis- and speaking as you should. Before long, years ago we might profitably think
take, as far as that particular situation then, you will have established a correct of our own condition. Are we spiritwas concerned. Having found it, look and firm habit, which is vital to Chris- ually better because we have been
at it objectively. See it as it really was,
tian living.
given the responsibility of sharing the
not as you wish it had been, or as it
Now, lest you feel that I am being third angel's message? Have we not
appears beclouded by convenient ration- in any way un-Biblical, let me state that been reminded that the love of money
alizations framed in your defensive I'm not suggesting a constant dwelling is "eating out the vitals of God's peomemory.
on past mistakes, or a lack of faith in ple" (Testimonies, vol. 2, p. 657)?
Now it's quite obvious, I think, that Christ's forgiveness, once you have sinWhat happened on October 31,
you're going to do some squirming and cerely confessed your sins. You will have 1517, in a little German locality is
writhing. This whole process may, on in this proposed "exercise" a definite and not merely of academic interest. The
the first attempt, prove so completely stated purpose. You will not excoriate posting of the 95 theses was an imtraumatic that you'll recoil like a child yourself; you will not heap recrimina- portant event, containing the dynawho's found that dry ice burns. This kind tions on yourself; you will, instead, put mite that opened a new world. Also
of soul searching is about as uncomfort- yourself in as objective a frame of mind it brought to the fore Martin Luther.
able an ordeal as you're apt to encounter. as is humanly possible, and you will lay "Zealous, ardent, and devoted, knowQuite likely you'll find yourself using hold on divine power to help you become ing no fear but the fear of God, . . .
your familiar rationalizations: "But it
the conqueror instead of the conquered Luther was the man for his time;
wasn't my fault!" "Anyone else in the in further temptations of a similar na- through him God accomplished a
same situation would have done exactly ture.
great work for the reformation of the
as I did!"
I really think this can help. Remember church and the enlightenment of the
It's vitally necessary to get, past these Paul's assertion: "I can do all things world."—The Great Controversy, p.
barriers. Once you do, and the glaring through Christ which strengtheneth me." 120.
1111111111111111111111Eli111111111
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wholeness of Christ's mission and His
truth.
At the same time recognition was
given to the fact that within the Faith
and Order group a variety of deeply
divided positions are found as to
what constitutes catholicity in actual
practice. In view especially of the differences in regard to the Lord's Supper, talk of "catholicity" in the
church seems hollow. Faced with this
seemingly irreconcilable division, the
paper concluded that the only way to
renewal is through repentance, and
sees in the act of repentance itself a
kind of unity both under God's judgment and his renewal in Christ.
"God in Nature and History"

From left to right: Dr. Paul S. Minear, Yale University, president, Faith and Order Commission; Dr. Eugene Carson Blake, general secretary, World Council of Churches; Dr.
Oliver S. Tomkins, Bishop of Bristol, chairman, Working Committee, Faith and Order
Commission; Dr. Lukas Vischer, who is the director of the Faith and Order Commission.

The second main presentation, the
paper on "God in Nature and History," traced the Biblical history of
salvation from Creation to consummation, pointed up contrasts in the
world views of the Bible and of modern man, and sought to spell out a
Christian understanding of man's re-

The Bristol Meeting of

ae kith aid Order e01111111881011- 2
By EARLE HILGERT

I

T WAS against the background of

its long history, and more particularly the developments since the
Montreal Conference, that the Faith
and Order Commission began its work
on Sunday evening, July 30. Already
that morning one of the deepest divisions that has always existed within
the ecumenical movement had been
dramatized when the members of the
Commission had gone en masse to the
local Greek Orthodox church. Both
because of theological differences in
the meaning of the Lord's Supper
and of the doctrine of apostolic succession, according to which the Orthodox do not admit non-Orthodox to
Communion, only a minority of those
present were able to participate in
this part of the service. However, at
the end of the service, as a token of
good will and brotherly love, unconsecrated bread was served to all who
wished to participate in a symbolic
meal. A further symbol of ecumenical
feeling was indicated by the fact that
the Anglican bishop of Bristol, a
leader for many years in Faith and
Order work, was invited to occupy the
REVIEW AND HERALD, October 19, 1967

bishop's throne in this Orthodox
church.
As the Commission settled down to
its work, a series of papers was laid
before it for consideration and criticism. The two most important of
these dealt with "The Holy Spirit
and the Catholicity of the Church"
and "God in Nature and History."
The first paper was a continuation
of studies on the nature of unity.
Studies on this topic have occupied
the Faith and Order movement virtually from its beginning. The document is intended to play a major role
at the next general assembly of the
World Council of Churches at Uppsala, Sweden, in 1968. Moving out
from the New Delhi concept of the
united church as "all in each place,"
this paper emphasized the need for
greater attention to the church as a
universal community. It discussed the
concept of "catholicity" and asserted
that the church is made catholic
through the reception of life and
truth in Christ, the communion of
the Holy Spirit. This gift requires a
response of obedience to fulfill the

lationship to the natural world, particularly in view of his sin and Christ's
salvation. It concluded with the conviction that God, though seemingly
hidden, is present in human history,
and that all our interpretations of history must be built on Jesus Christ,
who is the key to our understanding
of history. In response to this paper
the Commission called for the preparation of a parallel study on "Man
in Nature and History," in which
both theologians and behavioral and
natural scientists would join to grapple with the challenges of these sciences to the Christian view of man.
They would seek to answer such problems as the meaning of death and resurrection in the light of contemporary scientific developments in regard
to the nature and control of life, and
the question of the extent to which
human nature is actually capable of
change. Following the recommendations of the Montreal meeting, papers
were also presented on methods of
Biblical interpretation, on the church
fathers, and on the ancient church
councils, as well as on other topics.
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